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abbreviations and signs is often a convenience and sometimes a temptation. It is a saving of time and labor which is entirely justifiable under certain conditions." A few early individuals had envisioned initialisms as an unstigmatized, vital part of technical vocabularies. Thus Parkhurst philosophized in his preface (1917):
Symbols really constitute a language in themselves. A few characters, suggestive to a marked degree, replace from six to many times six the number of letters that would ordinarily be required to describe the same thing, or combination of things, in the usual words. One memorizes these characters.... After the mind becomes trained to the habit of thinking in the symbol language, and this is an exceedingly easy and quick thing to master, it becomes instinctive to talk in the symbol language.
Today we find updated collections of initialisms in most subject fields and a recognized need for efficient items to serve the ever-growing business community and organizations. As initialisms became fashionable in various contexts, items like US(A), USSR, and MIT superseded the full forms (see Partridge and Clark 1951, 221; Adams 1973, 201; Barber 1964, 97; and Malkiel 1968, 373) .
The originally condemnatory attitude was slower to change. Wilson (1856) tagged some abbreviations that appeared "unsuitable, either in consequence of their being already employed for other words, because they are less intelligible than they should be, or have but slight authority for their adoption." He warned that few could be used in ordinary composition, just as contractions were eschewed; but he recommended them for catalogues, directories, tables, and family registers. His list (272-300) totaled about 1,200 abbreviations. Boss (1880) also objected to the indiscriminate use of such devices. Years later, Daniel (1946) and also the New York Times (28 Nov. 1946) attacked the use of initialisms, which was said to produce a sensation like eating dehydrated food; F.D.R.'s AAA was bad enough, but now Russian-style AGRADAD and UOPWA were taking over. Time next took up the cudgel. The originally playful sport was said to have become contagion and verbal smog, and the horrible ultimate was still nowhere in sight ("Acronymous Society" 1961). The last straw was EPDOPAC 'Enlisted Personnel Distribution OfficePacific Fleet'. Such items were condemned as hazards, as when Gale listed eighteen different interpretations for the sequence AID; people do not want to clutter their memories with clusters of letters ("Agonies of Acronymania" 1971). Some Britishers were also alarmed. Jamieson (1968, 473-74) said that the disease had reached epidemic proportions, into every field of human endeavor. His attack was carefully argued. Acronym-producers claim that the item can be "a convenient code for some 104 AMERICAN SPEECH 64. 2 (1989) particularly lengthy or cumbersome phrase," whereas it is likely to be meaningless, often ambiguous, sometimes unpronounceable, and ugly instead of euphonic.
The twentieth-century popularity of initialisms is demonstrated by the increasing numbers and size of dictionaries, some of which have gone into profitable later editions, not to mention the expanding number of specialized dictionaries. Following the nineteenth-century collections, there were three early twentieth-century ones (Latham 1904 , Dobbs 1911 , Rogers 1913 As the abbreviations and acronyms among our initialisms will reveal formal differences to require their categorial separation, we will continue to assume this differentiation until we describe our data. Meanwhile, we will summarize seven recent, notable efforts to place initialisms within a general scheme of English word-formation, after which we will suggest an overall taxonomy. Heller and Macris (1968) suggested several new terms for a typology of shortening devices, which classed initialisms as a kind of shortening. Algeo (1975 Algeo ( , 1978 Algeo ( , 1981 Semantically, our abbreviations are scattered across the spectrum, with 99 (20%) concerned with chemistry, biology, and/or health. Thirty-three refer to computers, 31 to transportation, 30 to the military, 28 to educational certificates (usually college-level), 26 to a variety of organizations, and 18 to space. As the other 236 items fall into perhaps 100 groupings, the subject matter apparently has little or no relationship to whether the new item is an abbreviation.
Our 130 acronyms considerably differ from our abbreviations.
All but 3 of the source items are nouns (98% vs. 92% for the abbreviations), and all are compounds by definition (vs. 84%). There are modifying prepositional phrases (COLA 'cost of living adjustment'), existing abbreviations (KREEP 'k [potassium], rare earth elements, p [phosphorus]'), compounded compounds (ROM 'read-only memory'), conjoined compounds (A WACS 'Airborne Warning and Control System'), inflected forms (ESOL 'English for speakers of other languages')
, and affixed forms (Imp 'indeterminate mass particle'). Unlike abbreviations' sources, the prefixed bound form is usually a prefix rather than a combining form. There are 6 coinages (arbitrary combinations of nouns-4.6%, vs. 1%), as in fido 'freaks, irregulars, defects, oddities' and ANZUK 'Australia, NZ, UK'. These source items contain numerous names, usually geographical (Boston).
The nonnoun sources include an adjective compound (Generally Rec- Eighty-six acronyms, which can be divided into two broad groups, have representation for every constituent "word" in the source item (66% vs. 89% of the abbreviations). First, 53 contain only the first letter of every "word" regardless of whether some "words" have initial combining forms or are compounded (TOW). Thirty-nine of these contain no function words (SWAPO). Eleven have such words-4 with of (SOMPA 'System of Multicultural Pluralistic Assessment'), and 1-2 each with as, and, before, in, out, and per (GIGO 'garbage in, garbage out'). Three "coinages" are the least straightforward of the 53. Fido and shazam are true coinages, where a sequence of balanced nouns that fits orthoepic practice is chosen, without particular attention to its phonological-semantic impact. Meow 'moral equivalent of war' is a pseudocoinage; an existing item was preselected for its ironic connotation, before its "source words" were selected as though it were produced by the usual acronyming process. Here the semantic quality was paramount.
Second The history of English initialisms up to 1961 has indicated that most have not become common nouns, whereas the majority of ours evidently came into existence as common nouns and so were potentially more ready to move into general English. They may have initially belonged solely to the rather technical vocabulary of the particular discipline, but now about half of them also are evidently already a part of general English. The bulk of our corpus are deliberate creations. They are not as important to word formation in an abstract way as is, say, the new derivation holophone from two combining forms. Word formation generally covers the making of words by regular, rule-governed processes like derivation and compounding, whereas initialisms are not necessarily bound by such rules because they are crucially dependent on orthography. The formation of some of them is thus closer to word creation than to word formation, and so perhaps at least these should not be lumped together indivisibly with ordinary word-formation processes. Yet initialisms cast light on some ways that the English lexicon is expanding. When unidentified flying object is shortened, we recognize that UFO is closely related semantically, but formally is phonologically and morphologically different. When UFO becomes a stem to produce ufological and ufologist, temporarily becoming an acronym in the derivational process, morphological theory is vitally involved. Of course, our 631 items are generally too new to have had a chance to serve as stems. A second aspect of viability concerns whether an initialism may replace its source. Our acronyms have apparently often come into being soon after creation of the full form, which appeared too late for inclusion in Webster's Third. As they moved into quick, direct competition before their sources could be well established, they may enjoy greater utility in relation to their sources than do abbreviations. Users of items like radar may not even know that there was once a full form. Lexicographers do not accord a separate entry to such full forms, which have been superseded if not eliminated from the vocabulary. But all of our acronyms need to be observed over the decades, to see if there is any trend or formal reasons for one of the competing pair eventually to dominate.
By contrast, about a third of our abbreviations seem to have appeared years after the full form was well accepted. They, too, should be observed, though older examples like DDT parallel radar, in that dichlorodiphenyl-trichloro-ethane is not likely to be resurrected and is seldom given a separate entry in dictionaries.
Interestingly, lexicographers seldom disagree about whether an item is an abbreviation or an acronym. As there are only two such examples in our corpus, we have not adopted Gramley and Pitzold's proposal Our corpus includes numerous abbreviations of the kind when someone else's writing system is adapted to a language. English borrowed both the Latin full form and its abbreviation, but has usually preferred the abbreviation (e.g., i.e., etc., and &c.-see Bloomfield 1933, 288). Walther's practice (1745) of having a single capital letter represent several words (C 'cum, civis, civitas, carus, curavit, contra,' etc.) has been expanded and massively extended into multiletter overlapping in the twentieth century.
